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One of the main challenges faced by ASEAN in building capacity for regional economic integration is lacking of 
harmonized regulatory at regional level. This particular challenge does not only hinder the development of ASEAN 
economic regionalism. It also affects the trade facilitation among ASEAN members. The difficulty of harmonizing 
ASEAN regulatory framework is due to policy diversity of ASEAN member states, notably the ones concerning 
standards and conformance. This paper seeks to address harmonization issues of standards and conformance in 
relation to ASEAN. It argues ASEAN should develop a harmonized regulatory framework at regional level as its 
attempts of trade liberalization. The paper therefore examines the attempts of ASEAN in pursuing regional 
economic integration by liberalizing cosmetics industry. In particular, it seeks to demonstrate the case of ASEAN 
Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme as ASEAN’s one step forward to regional economic integration. 
 











ASEAN has long aspired for regional economic integration. Its first step took place years ago, during the early 
days of ASEAN. During the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in 1971, President of the Philippines then Ferdinand A. 
Marcos suggested that ASEAN should initiate the integration of the regional economy by establishing “a limited free 
trade area on a selective commodity basis” (ASEAN Secretariat 1971: Para. 4). This later resulted in ASEAN leaders 
to sign the Agreement on the Establishment of ASEAN Preferential Trading Agreements in 1977 (ASEAN 
Secretariat 1977:Para. 7). However, ASEAN member states were not ready to commit to establish ASEAN 
Preferential Trading Agreements (Soesastro 2001:297). Instead, they placed priority to foster closer regional 
economic cooperation (Rieger 1985) through ASEAN industrial projects as depicted in the ASEAN Industrial 
Projects, ASEAN Industrial Cooperation (AIC), ASEAN Industrial Joint-Venture, and ASEAN Industrial 
Cooperation (AICO). The idea of regional economic integration later resurfaced in the early 1990s, when ASEAN 
leaders agreed to implement the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) in 1992. AFTA aimed to reduce substantial tariff 
barriers in order to enhance its regional competitive advantage through the Common Effective Preferential Tariff 
Scheme (ASEAN Secretariat 1999). However, AFTA “left ASEAN’s economic architecture incomplete in forging 
an integrated market” (Plummer & Chia 2009:166). The issues of non-tariff barriers lingered in spite of ASEAN 
member states’ commitment in establishing AFTA. 
One example of non-tariff barriers in ASEAN is the diversity of product assessment. Specifically, there are ten 
different national product assessments given the ten members of ASEAN. The varied product assessment may hinder 
the free flow of goods movement within ASEAN with different standards and testing systems. This paper therefore 
argues that one way of ASEAN could integrate its regional economy is developing a harmonized regulatory 
framework at regional level. The harmonized procedures for product assessment not only reduce the cost of non-
tariff measures/barriers. The very same procedures may facilitate trade as shown in the cosmetic industry through the 
establishment of ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Framework. This prompts the paper to demonstrate the 
case of ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Framework as ASEAN’s one step forward to regional economic 
integration. 
This paper is organized as follows. It first briefly discusses the ASEAN Economic Community. Next, this paper 
examines the case of ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme as ASEAN’s one step forward to regional 
economic integration. 
 
2. The ASEAN Economic Community  
 
The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) is one initiative of ASEAN in order to integrate its regional economy. 
In particular, ASEAN has pursued the strategy of economic deepening (Plummer 2009:93) and ‘open regionalism’ 
(Mohamed Ariff 1994). This resulted in the decision of ASEAN leaders to establish AFTA in 1992 and later, AEC in 
2003.  
The major driver of regional economic integration in ASEAN is the ASEAN leaders. Without a strong political 
will of ASEAN leaders, it is almost impossible for ASEAN to deepen its regional economy. Contested national 
interests may weaken the will of ASEAN leaders to build the AEC. Although AEC is a regional collaboration of 
ASEAN members, the ones who could realise the AEC is respective ASEAN member countries (Chia & Das 
2015:190). Furthermore, ASEAN is an intergovernmental regional organization (ASEAN Charter 2008:8). This 
infers that the ASEAN leaders have ‘final’ say about implementing the AEC. This also suggests that the extent of 
ASEAN’s liberalization “is contingent on sector-specific struggles over power and resources” (Jones 2015:14).  
Apart from the political will of ASEAN leaders, domestic capacity also plays an important role when integrating 
regional economy. As argued by Gray (2014:55) in her examination of regional trade agreements (RTA), “domestic 
capacity—both physical and institutional—can explain the implementation gap between what agreements promise 
and what they deliver, as well as the variation in the economic performance of these RTAs”. Allaying Gray’s 
argument of domestic capacity, the paper argues that domestic capacity is also an important aspect to be considered 
115 
 
by ASEAN when integrating its regional economy. Without sufficient domestic capacity building, the 
implementation of AEC may not be realized. This places the importance of capacity building in ASEAN which 
could facilitate trade among ASEAN member countries. Furthermore, “supporting trade facilitation can potentially 
be a powerful stimulant to regional trade creation” (Green 2008:209).   
 The AEC Blueprint (2009:8) defines trade facilitation as “simple, harmonised and standardized and customs, 
processes, procedures and related information flows are expected to reduce transaction costs in ASEAN which will 
enhance export competitiveness and facilitate the integration of ASEAN into a single market for goods, services and 
investments and a single production base”. This denotes the importance of trade facilitation as ASEAN’s initiative to 
liberalise its regional economy, notably in standards and conformance. Moreover, “dismantling of national borders 
represented by standards, technical regulations, and conformity assessment procedures is necessary for achieving 
connectivity among similar regulatory institutions in the region and facilitating trade” (Ramesh and WG3 Chair 2014 
in Ledda 2012:172). However, the development gap of ASEAN member states may hinder the progress of trade 
facilitation in standards and conformance. This is because the different levels of development among the ASEAN 
members reflect their varied local capacity to accommodate the establishment of harmonized procedures of 
standards and conformance. In particular, “the wealthy states of Brunei Darussalam and Singapore contrast in terms 
of per capita GDP and the incidence of poverty with the large middle-income countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Thailand) and a fortiori with the four poor states (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, and Vietnam)” 
(Green 2008:209). Thus, national capacity of ASEAN member states may also contribute to the extent of ASEAN’s 
trade liberalization.  
The section has briefly discussed the AEC and locates two main challenges that ASEAN faces when 
implementing the AEC. It also highlights the importance of trade facilitation as an attempt of ASEAN to liberalize 
its regional economy. For a better understanding of how ASEAN liberalized its cosmetic industry, the following 
section will discuss the ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme. 
 
3. ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme 
The ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme is resulted from the Agreement on the ASEAN 
Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme, which was signed by ASEAN leaders in September 2003. The ASEAN 
Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme consists “the ASEAN Mutual Recognition Arrangement of Product 
Registration Approvals for Cosmetics” (Schedule A) and “the ASEAN Cosmetic Directive” (Schedule B)” 
(Agreement on ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme 2003:10-11). The Schedule A aims to “specify 
requirements and procedures for the implementation of the mutual recognition of product registration approvals for 
cosmetics amongst the Member States” (Agreement on ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme 
2003:13). Meanwhile, the Schedule B provides the basis of the ASEAN Cosmetic Directive. The ASEAN Cosmetic 
Directive compels the signatories of the Agreement on the ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme to 
harmonize some aspects of cosmetic products, notably “definition and scope of cosmetic product, safety 
requirements, ingredient listings, labeling, product claims, and product information” (Agreement on ASEAN 
Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme 2003:18-23).  
In terms of technical regulations for cosmetic products,  four members such as Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, 
Lao PDR and Myanmar have partially transposed ASEAN Cosmetic Directive into national laws (Prassetya and 
Intal 2015:10). Meanwhile, the remaining six members have fully transposed ASEAN Cosmetic Directive 
(Prassetya and Intal 2015:32). Nevertheless, “all member states have adopted the five harmonized aspects of 
ASEAN Cosmetic Directive, product notification system, and post-market surveillance (but performance varies)” 
(Prassetya and Intal 2015:32).  
The implementation of ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme not only benefits the consumers by 
providing a “bigger selection of cosmetics products” (Prassetya & Intal 2015:8). National authorities also may be 
benefited with “a simplified regulatory system” through a harmonized cosmetic regulatory procedure (Prassetya & 
Intal 2015:8). The very same harmonized cosmetic system also benefits the regional cosmetic industry by supporting 
ASEAN as “a single market and production base” through gradual elimination of technical procedures in standards 
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and conformance (Prassetya & Intal 2015:8). “  
The ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme reflects not only the commitment of ASEAN leaders, 
but also their respective political wills. This is because the national cosmetic industry supports the idea of 
establishing the ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme. Furthermore, the notion of harmonizing 
technical procedures derived from the request of the ASEAN Cosmetics Association to the ASEAN Secretariat and 
the ASEAN Consultative Committee on Standards and Quality in July 1997 (ASEAN Cosmetics Association 
2006:5). The request was meant to seek “help in removing barriers to cosmetic, specifically by harmonizing 
technical regulations governing the cosmetic industry in ASEAN” (ASEAN Cosmetics Association 2006:5). Thus,s 
the ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme receives support from the ASEAN leaders and national 
cosmetic players. The support of the ASEAN Cosmetic Association enables the leaders to resolve the conflict 
between national interests and regional interests when implementing the ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory 
Scheme.  
The ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme also denotes the capacity building needs to ASEAN 
members in terms of institutional, technical and legal competence. According to Nottage (2015), “the main 
challenges have been delays and lack of (human and technical) resources for full implementation, especially in 
developing ASEAN member states and post-marketing surveillance”. To address the capacity building issues, 
ASEAN has received substantial contributions in terms of technical and institutional competence from its dialogue 
partner notably the European Union. The ‘ASEAN Regional Integration Support from the EU’ (ARISE) enables the 
EU to assist ASEAN in terms of trade facilitation in the cosmetic industry. For instance, ARISE organized a study 
visit of some regulators from Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Vietnam and Brunei Darussalam to the National 
Pharmaceutical Control Bureau, Malaysia and the Food and Drug Administration, the Phillippines in May 2014 
(ARISE 2015). The study visit was meant “for the development of the ‘On-Line Notification for the ASEAN 
Cosmetics Directive’ (ARISE 2015).  It also reflects “a step in assisting the remaining states to implement such 
systems as to comply with the needs of ASEAN Cosmetic Directive” (ARISE 2015). However, “there are limits to 
the financial resources for standard and conformance from the technical cooperation programmes of ASEAN 
dialogue partners” (Prassetya & Intal 2015:38). This might affect the implementation process of ASEAN Cosmetic 
Directive as a whole. Nevertheless, the increasing value of cosmetic market in ASEAN may convince the ASEAN 
leaders to implement the ASEAN Cosmetic Directive. “The cosmetic market in ASEAN member states accounted 
for an estimated total value of US$13.7 billion in 2011, US$15 billion in 2012 and about US$16.2 billion in 2013” 
(ASEAN-EU News-October 2014 2014). 
4. Conclusion 
The paper has demonstrated the case of ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme as ASEAN’s one 
step forward to regional economic integration. ASEAN’s initiative to harmonize its technical procedures in 
standards and conformance also boosts its regional market value. This one step also supports the objective of AEC 
in terms of enabling a better movement of cosmetic products within the region.  
To be an integrated market, ASEAN should place emphasis on providing the necessary capacity building to 
ASEAN member states in terms of institutional, technical and legal competence. Thus, ASEAN’s “top priority 
should be putting in place the correct policies for a unified market” (Plummer & Chia 2009:1). The ASEAN 
Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme exemplifies one initiative that ASEAN has made in order to liberalise its 
regional economic with special reference to cosmetic industry.  
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